Mentoring Is Learning by Leiter, Richard
University of Nebraska - Lincoln 
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln 
The Marvin and Virginia Schmid Law Library Law, College of 
2015 
Mentoring Is Learning 
Richard Leiter 
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/lawlibrary 
 Part of the Law Commons, and the Law Librarianship Commons 
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Law, College of at DigitalCommons@University of 
Nebraska - Lincoln. It has been accepted for inclusion in The Marvin and Virginia Schmid Law Library by an 
authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. 
JOURNAL OF CHRISTIAN LEGAL THOUGHT
Strategy, and Financial Innovation on the US. Securities
and Exchange Commission. From 2006 to 2007, Pro-
fessor Lee clerked for the Honorable Thomas B. Griffith.
Professor Lee received his B.A. in Mathematics from Har-
vard College and his M.A. in Mathematics from Cambridge
University. He received his .D.from Yale Law School and his
Ph.D. in Economics from Yale Graduate School. Professor Lee
is affiliated with the New York Bar, American Law and Eco-
nomics Association, American Economic Association, Korean
Economic Association, Editorial Board, Korean Economic
Review, and the Presbyterian Church in America.
MENTORING IS LEARNING
By RICHARD LEITER
ne of the most rewarding things about grow-
ing old is the wisdom that comes with it.
Individually, we m y deny that s we grow
older we automatically or necessarily become wiser. In
fact most of us, if we are honest with ourselves, will deny
this, but I'm convinced that this is merely humility. As
we grow older, we become more aware of our foibles and
the knowledge that everyone is flawed and falls short
of the glory of God. This kind of self-awareness is the
source of our humility: understood appropriately, it is
also the source of our wisdom.
Many of us who are called to teaching also find a
deep concern and love for youth, which we express
in the form of what I can only call caring nurturing.
Teaching upcoming lawyers about the nature and nu-
ance of our work is the way that wisdom is passed along
from generation to generation. As corny as it sounds, it
is the cycle of life; it is how the next generation builds
upon the experience of the previous one and grows
stronger, deeper, and more solid. This process helps us
build upon the wisdom of the past to develop stronger,
more competent lawyers.
As we grow in experience and learning, we develop
wisdom as we face new situations that either support our
ideas, plans or actions, or challenge them. Passing along
such wisdom to law students and young lawyers either
equips them to avoid the pitfalls that we encounter or
encourages them to grow stronger and try new ways to
defeat or overcome them. Over the years, as an advisor
to our local CLS chapter, I've found that there is a strong
need among law students for a safe haven where they
can learn these lessons and develop their confidence as
minority members of a the learning community of law
schools. CLS provides this sort of safe haven where stu-
dents can discuss the challenges that they encounter
Many times throughout their law school careers, law
students of faith are challenged about their beliefs, and
sometimes those challenges are strong enough that they
may doubt or question their presuppositions about the
law and what it means to be a Christian lawyer. The most
meaningful thing to me about CLS is the opportunity
it provides me to meet students in a safe place, whether
it's a weekly Bible study at school, a social gathering at
my home, or a lunchtime program open to the entire law
school community featuring a special speaker. These are
opportunities for students to exercise their faith without
fear of threat, attack, or most likely, veiled condescen-
sion. It is important for students to have a safe space
where they can say things that might be contrary to the
prevailing wisdom or seen as "fanatical" or, worse, faith-
based (read: "unreasonable"). Many students have no
safe place, other than their own homes, where they are
free to be who they are as Christians without feeling like
an odd man - or woman - out. It is a privilege for me
to be a part of that safe place
Each year I tell my student officers of CLS that per-
haps the most important aspect of the student chapter
of CLS happens at the beginning of the year at the BBQ
that I host. If nothing else, the students get familiar with
the faces of other Christians among the student body,
they know that they are not alone at law school. When
they pass each other in the halls they will recognize oth-
er Christians and know that they are not alone.
As the faculty advisor of CLS, I enjoy interact-
ing with the students in any setting. I like being with
younger people and hearing about their desires, their
ambitions, their idealism, and their perspective on to-
day's increasingly secular world. I have generally found
that CLS members are more eager to give me the benefit
of the doubt and even appear eager to get the perspec-
tive of the "elder" in their midst. It is at this nexus that
the magic happens. I find that sometimes, when I weigh
in on a topic, while I'm given some deference, I'm also
called out when my ideas have become old-fashioned.
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CLS chapter functions, as distinguished from classes or
office meetings, provide a setting where we are all on a
common level; we are all Christians, on the same jour-
ney of discerning how to live as Christians in an increas-
ingly secular and hostile world. I am learning to learn
from the students and learning when to teach and guide
them.
Presuppositions long held or taken for granted in
the Christian community are being fundamentally chal-
lenged, and not only by secular governmental or judicial
action, but by members of our own communities. What
were once solidly held political or legal or biblical beliefs
are now questioned by the younger generations. As I en-
gage my students about issues such as homosexuality or
marriage, I'm finding myself on the defensive, having to
justify positions that I once had taken for granted.
In these cases, I find it refreshing to be challenged by
younger brothers and sisters who are committed to the
same God that I am, but who, having grown up in dif-
ferent decades than me, have developed different ideas.
It makes me wonder sometimes about my own beliefs
and whether my background has led me into presuppo-
sitions that are not as true as I have grown to believe.
After all, in my own youth, there were adults who were
claiming that rock 'n' roll was leading youth directly to
hell! Might some of my current beliefs be equivalent to
those of the older generation of my day?
Why do I love teaching and working with my student
chapters of the Christian Legal Society? I love mentor-
ing the younger generation, and I love being mentored
by them, too.
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n mentoring students at the University of Virginia
School of Law, I've employed two main strategies:
one aimed at my first-year torts students and the
other at Christian students nearing graduation. For the
latter, I offer a series of weekly theological discussions
to stretch their imaginations about the vocation of law:
how they can act within their profession as stewards of
creation and redemption.'
With my first-year students, I deliver a lecture
called "Thinking Like a Lawyer" roughly mid-way
through the term. I do so to help my students "regain
their souls," because many feel that through their initia-
tion into the American adversarial system, they have
lost them.
We tell students that we are teaching them to "think
like lawyers," and several years ago I decided to find out
what they think we mean. So I asked them. Their respons-
es weren't surprising given our use of the case method
of instruction to prepare them for our judicial system:
we teach them to see things from a range of perspectives
and to entertain the claims arising from each.' They said
thinking like a lawyer means "finding a balance," "using
facts to tell a story", "realizing there is no right answer,"
"being skeptical, and "being able to argue any position."
Our pedagogy trains them to describe each side of a dis-
pute in the most attractive light, increasing their capacity
for "sympathetic understanding" and "moral imagina-
tion."3 Students learn to look with a "friendly eye" even
'For a short account of why I offer this series, see http://www.studycenter.net/resources/media-resources/finish/5/200/0.
html.2 See generally ANTHONY T. KRONMAN, THE LOST LAWYER: FAILING IDEALS OF THE LEGAL PROFESSION 113 (1993).
3 Id.
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